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The Violent Past in Cuba and the Caribbean
The memory of a violent past has become important not only in Cuba but throughout the Caribbean, as Alvin O. Thompson writes. iv Thompson has argued that Caribbean peoples are "haunted" by a past that includes violent suppression of native populations, the institution of slavery and rebellions to it, and continued violence related to the memory of slavery. As a means of taming the past and asserting agency over cultural trauma, many Caribbean societies have begun to invoke slave rebellions during contemporary struggles, thereby redeeming past sins and even avenging past injustices, as in the Cuban case. This violent memory becomes especially pervasive, Thompson argues, in the Spanish Caribbean-Cuba, the Dominican Republic, and Puerto Rico. There, plantation slavery did not begin until the eighteenth century, and as whites remained the population's majority until the 1850s, "whitening" became important in these countries. v Thus, subsequent efforts to rebuild multiracial societies, such as Castro's in late 4 twentieth-century Cuba, have emphasized the remembrance of darker-complexioned citizens' accomplishments.
In discussions surrounding the memory of La Escalera, Castro has emphasized the efforts of "smaller" nations against larger hegemonic powers such as the United States. This decision to embrace Carlota and her comrades as a symbol of these smaller powers, rather than as distinctly
Cuban, is consistent with Castro's efforts at Pan-Americanism, or at the very least PanCaribbeanism. Thompson points out that historical differences in language and culture, as well as the island geography that causes isolation, have often resulted in a Caribbean where individual nations have more dissimilarities than commonalities. vi Thus, while Castro's discussions may aim to include more Cubans in the project of nationalism, they also may serve to include more
Caribbean citizens in what has been termed the country's "export of revolution."
Within both domestic and international iterations of the revolution, race would prove a tricky issue for Cuban leaders. They often tended to either ignore or minimize complaints of racial discrimination on one hand or to become overly interested in discussing them on the other. vii African interventions and the utilization of Carlota became key techniques in winning Afro-Cubans over to the revolutionary project during a time of lagging interest and even discontent.
Carlota the Rebel
Matanzas Province's Triumvirato Rebellion became an important symbol in this struggle, particularly as Cuba named its 1974 military mission in Angola "Operation Carlota" viii after the enslaved Lucumi woman who served as a leader in it. As one of the rebellion's female leaders, Carlota endured a much harsher execution and subsequent dismemberment than her male counterparts. The decision to use her image, then, recognizes this horrific death, and it also 5 reflects Castro's oft-used rhetoric regarding the important place of women in his revolution-and their active integration into Cuba's armed forces. Thus, the memory of an enslaved woman did indeed become a symbolic place-Nora's lieu de mémoire-for Cubans seeking to overcome their own country's troubled racial divisions, find a place in a larger international society, and assert themselves against their perceived subordination at the hands of neocolonial masters such as the United States. In what way is apartheid different from the practice in effect for centuries of dragging tens of millions of Africans from their land and bringing them to this hemisphere to enslave them, to exploit them to the last drop of their sweat and blood? Who would know this better than the people of Matanzas, since here in this part of Western Cuba there were perhaps more than 100,000 slaves. In the first half of the last century there were as many as 300,000 slaves in Cuba, and one of the provinces that had the most slaves was this one, which was also the scene of great uprisings. For this reason there is nothing so just or so legitimate as the monument to this rebellious slave that has just been erected in this province. rebellions also became common, during incidents such as the revolts at Triunvirato and Acana, an individual homicide might inspire enslaved peoples on other plantations to rebel, while news of another's rebellion could inspire other forced laborers to rise up against their individual masters. These events became to the Castros not just a perhaps-random series of events, but the precursor to a well-planned revolution, much like the one they viewed themselves as having carried out.
At the same time, classifying rebellion as an isolated incident allowed slave masters to feel safer, fearing not that their own charges would rise up against them in an act of solidarity if they were well cared-for. While communicating and organizing across the vast space of multiple plantations may have been difficult, it was indeed possible, and the decision to portray it as too far-fetched to take place was designed to deprive enslaved Africans of both agency and competence, as several historians have demonstrated.
Describing Carlota as a Lucumi woman points to a unique facet of Cuban slavery.
Enslaved Africans working on the island hailed from diverse parts of Africa including often believed to be a direct result of this speech, confirmed for many activists the degree to which colonialism, and thus slavery, remained present in Central Africa. Thus, the continuum between Cuban slavery in the nineteenth century and Congolese exploitation at that same time gave way to rhetoric linking slavery and neo-colonialism in the twentieth century with an enslaved woman of possible Congolese descent becoming the image that symbolized the link between all of these struggles.
Carlota's memory in revolutionary Cuba
Cuba's foreign policy has provided an opportunity-both in practical terms and more abstract ways-for the nation to work toward racial progress. Cuban involvement in Angola, for example, provided jobs for many Afro-Cuban soldiers, and it also gave the government a 17 platform from which to address historical issues surrounding race and historical connections to Africa. l Thus, this internationalist policy became an important part not only of the country's export of revolution, but also played a role in domestic politics, serving as part of the "interative process of opening and closure" that contributes to discussions surrounding racial inequalities.
li
In fact, in terms of significant events within the country's history, Mark Q. Sawyer ranks Cuban involvement in Angola as one of the three most important events in creating opportunities for Afro-Cubans, along with the liberation struggle and revolution.
Cuba's African-descended population consisted of many free people of color, beginning as early as the sixteenth century. These individuals did not live as enslaved Africans, and they only entered an "Afro-Cuban" category with slaves' descendants during the early twentieth century. Afro-Cubans only began to outnumber whites during the late nineteenth century, and even then nearly twenty percent of these individuals remained freemen. Castro's image has not been one of free Afro-Cubans exploited at the hands of wealthy capitalists, but of slaves.
Enslaved Africans who rebel have obtained a much more dramatic image even than their free counterparts who often planned and carried out revolutions alongside them. This perhaps reflects Castro's desire to fight for a common cause, to break out of bondage, rather than merely to fight out of sympathy or choice.
The Cuban Revolution and the United States
In addition to becoming a mechanism of gaining support from Afro-Cubans, Castro's association of his revolution with slave revolts also played to an international audience during the Cold War.
The hegemonic United States that Castro portrayed as the enslaver of the rest of the world often found itself a target of criticism for its own segregationist policies. Furthermore, although he did not cite explicit links between slavery in the Old and New Worlds, Guevara did say that the UN membership contained a majority of dark-skinned peoples and that, while skin color was not a determining factor in how the body responded to its members, ownership of a means of production was. Guevara then linked the two, highlighting the relationship between economic prosperity and skin color, something that Fidel Castro would emphasize in his later rhetoric invoking the memory of slavery.
lvii Finally, he demanded an end to "piracy" by the United States, which he accused of "kill(ing) their own children. . .because of the color of their skin" and said that "Cuba, 20 distinguished delegates, (is) a free and sovereign state with no chains binding it to anyone."
Though this paragraph again contained no direct mention of slavery, the language Guevara employed was similar to that used in the "Break the Links" poster and other propaganda that had emphasized the binding chains of slavery, colonialism, and neocolonialism. Treating Africa as a surrogate for anti-slavery struggles did not become immediately apparent upon Cuba's involvement with the continent, and it is unclear whether the comparisons really resonated with black Cubans. Victor Dreke, for example, the Afro-Cuban who served as Che Guevara's second in command in the Congo, does not draw any parallels between slavery and the fight against perceived imperialism in his memoirs. lxii Newspapers barely make mention of the campaign and connections, instead merely quoting the Castro brothers' speeches related to memories of enslavement and rebellion. Indeed, the Congo also seemed to become a quagmire for Cuba, as Lumumba was assassinated and his revolution seemed also to stall. The island nation turned its attention southward, toward Angola and South Africa, perhaps desiring to avenge Lumumba, and openly discussing the need to avenge Carlota and her comrades.
Operation Carlota subsequently became the largest overseas intervention in Cuban history, with an initial 36,000 troops fighting in Angola in 1976 and more than 65,000 at Cuito Cuanavale. Castro's speech, "We will never return to the slave barracks," contained the oft-chanted refrain of "How far we slaves have come!" According to its transcript, the crowd vehemently chanted this mantra along with Castro. The narrative centered upon Cuba's early days of sugar production, and Castro contended that "We all cut the cane" during the days of enslavement. 
Conclusion
The Castro brothers' rhetoric evolved as public discussions regarding the memory of slavery developed during twentieth-century Africa campaigns. Portraying Operation Carlota as a means of avenging Carlota and her fellow rebels became obvious only after victory at Cuito Cuanavale and the imminent fall of Apartheid. Despite this rather late-realized connection between past and present, however, the memory of slavery-and particularly of rebellion by the enslaved-had been a part of Cuba's public memory beginning during the nineteenth century and continuing as discussions of race and class roles continued after the liberation struggle in the early twentieth century and the revolution later.
Carlota the Afro-Cuban and the woman had become an appropriate symbol for Cuban troops in Africa during the century preceding her use. Afro-Cubans served in their country's military in large numbers, and women enlisted during both the liberation struggle and the revolution. Thus, Carlota's race and gender made her an important individual for revolutionary 28 Cuban leaders to remember. In the twenty-first century Afro-Cubans often continue to wait in many ways for the revolution to change their lives. In utilizing Carlota the Castros have attempted to illustrate to these descendants of Africans not only the ties between themselves and the world's second-largest continent but have also tried to foster a spirit of Pan-Caribbeanism and of Pan-Americanism, linking the plights of all African-descended populations within the Americas.
